Introduction
The idea of a 'marginalised mainstream' or 'missing middle' is currently popular within the sociology of youth, and it has received special attention in a recent volume of Sociological Research Online 1 . Brown (1987) colourfully describes this group as ordinary pupils who neither leave their names engraved on the school honours board, nor gouge them into their desktops. In three relatively recent papers Roberts (2011; 2012 makes an appeal to youth researchers to concentrate more analytical attention on ordinary young people. Roberts (2011) also petitions researchers to better document the experiences of this group through the secondary analysis of large-scale datasets to establish their social characteristics and how well qualified they might be.
We respond to this appeal and use large-scale data to analyse school GCSE attainment.
Introduced in the mid-1980s the General Certificate of Secondary Education
(GCSE) is the standard qualification undertaken by pupils in England and Wales at the end of year 11 (age 15-16) (Department of Education 1985; Mobley et al. 1986; North 1987) . School GCSEs are worthy of sociological attention because they are public examinations and mark the first major branching point in a young person's educational career. School GCSE results send clear signals to pupils, their peers, their parents, teachers and potential employers. Because of the progressive structure of the British education system poor school GCSE attainment is a considerable obstacle which often precludes young people from pursuing more advanced educational courses. School GCSEs are the first step in providing access to further study or employment and results are used as a yardstick to judge pupil's abilities 2 .
School GCSE attainment is strongly related to participation in postcompulsory education (Payne 1995; 2003) . Leckie and Goldstein (2009) remind us that for young people who choose to leave education at the minimum age, their GCSEs are often their only educational qualifications. Rice (1999) observes a clear relationship between poor school GCSE performance, unemployment and participation in further education. Babb (2005) concludes that young people's experiences at school and their attainment at GCSE level are strong determinants of their future success in both education and employment. Through the detailed examination of panel data, Murray (2011) reports that the negative effects of poor GCSE attainment follow young people into early adulthood. Jones et al. (2003) clearly illustrate that overall workers with poor school level qualifications (e.g.
GCSEs) generally have less favourable labour market outcomes.
In contemporary Britain young people have grown up in shifting educational and economic circumstances (Furlong and Cartmel 2007) . These include dramatic changes to the organisation and management of schools and revisions to educational qualifications. The overall pattern of school GCSE attainment is one of improvement (see DfES 2007) . Given these changes it is theoretically plausible that a distinctive 'middle' group of young people have emerged, who obtain 'middle' (i.e. moderate) levels of GCSE attainment at school.
We are mindful of the methodological prescription issued by Merton (1987) which cautions that before sociologists proceed to explain or to interpret a phenomenon, it is advisable to establish that the phenomenon actually exists, and that it is enough of a regularity to require and to allow explanation. Therefore in this paper we address the rudimentary question, 'is there a 'middle' group of young people that attain 'middle' or moderate levels of school GCSEs?
This paper is a replication study, using specialised youth data in order to extend and augment earlier work. In a previous paper we began by exploring the midground between what can broadly be termed as the educationally successful and the unsuccessful (Connelly, Murray and Gayle 2013 and has been successfully used to explore educational attainment (Drew et al. 1992; Drew 1995; Demack et al. 2000; Gayle et al. 2003; Connolly 2006; Gayle et al. 2009; Sullivan et al. 2011) . The YCS is a major longitudinal study that began in the mid1980s. It is a large-scale nationally representative survey funded by the government.
The YCS is designed to monitor the behaviour of young people from when they reach the minimum school leaving age and either remain in education or enter the labour Exploring 'Middle' Levels of School GCSE Attainment
The attainment of five or more GCSEs at grades A*-C is a standard benchmark, for example it is used in school performance league tables (see Leckie and Goldstein 2009 ). This measure is routinely employed in a wide variety of social science applications (e.g. Gayle et al. 2003; Connolly 2006; Tunstall et al. 2011; Sullivan et al. 2011) . We begin our analysis by exploring the idea that there might be a 'middle' group of young people with moderate levels of GCSE attainment. We theorise that this 'middle' group are neither well qualified nor completely unqualified. This 'middle' group may have obtained some GCSEs at grades A*-C (i.e. 1-4), but they have not achieved the standard benchmark of five or more GCSEs at grades A*-C. The parental socioeconomic information available in the 2006 cohort varies from the measures deposited in the previous cohorts. Usually the full eight class version of the National Statistics Socio-Economic Classification (NS-SEC) is deposited. However, in the 2006 cohort the first two categories of the eight class NS-SEC have been combined by the survey depositors. We envisage that this may lead to a minor loss of the theoretical clarity of this measure and it is therefore not fully comparable with previous cohorts (for a fuller discussion see Rose and Pevalin 2005) .
We estimated a multinomial logistic regression model and report the results in Table 1 . The outcome variable has three categories, five or more GCSEs at grades A*-C, 1-4 GCSEs at grades A*-C, and zero GCSEs at grades A*-C. We restrict our analyses to a set of established explanatory variables that are identified as being substantively important in previous studies of school GCSE attainment (for example Drew et al. 1992; Drew 1995; Demack et al. 2000; Gayle et al. 2003; Connolly 2006; Gayle et al. 2009; Sullivan et al. 2011) . The 1990-1999 YCS cohorts are combined into a single cross-cohort analysis because we are able to construct comparable The results for ethnicity show a familiar mixed pattern. It is well observed that there are differing levels of attainment and participation in post-compulsory education across ethnic groups (see Drew et al. 1992; Drew 1995; Biggart and Furlong 1996; Demack et al. 2000; Gillborn and Mirza 2000; Bhattacharyyal et al. 2003; Wilson et al. 2006) . Young people of black ethnic origin had decreased odds of gaining five or more GCSE at grades A*-C rather than being in the 'middle' category of 1-4 GCSEs at grades A*-C. By contrast young people of Indian origin had increased odds of gaining five or more GCSE at grades A*-C rather than being in the 'middle' category of 1-4 GCSEs at grades A*-C. Although there is not a clear pattern for the recent YCS cohorts, young people in the 1990s cohorts from most of the minority ethnic groups had decreased odds of achieving zero GCSEs, compared with their white counterparts.
Housing tenure and household composition were associated with school GCSE attainment across all of the YCS cohorts. The offspring of renters had decreased odds of attaining five or more GCSEs at grades A*-C, but increased odds of attaining zero GCSEs at grades A*-C, compared to being in the 'middle' group.
Household composition has a small effect on school GCSE attainment. Young people in mother only households were generally not significantly different to their counterparts living in households with both parents. Those in father only, and in other households, tended to performed less well at GCSE.
The offspring of more educated parents had increased odds of gaining five or more GCSEs at grades A*-C. These results are consistent with other studies and earlier YCS results (Drew et al. 1992; Drew 1995; Gayle et al. 2003) . Taken together they point towards the overall effect of having a more advantaged home background on school GCSE attainment. with the well documented view that those from more occupationally advantaged family backgrounds perform better (Drew et al. 1992; Drew 1995; Demack et al. 2000; Gayle et al. 2003; Connolly 2006; Gayle et al. 2009 ).
These initial results intimate that there is a 'middle' group of young people with moderate levels of GCSE attainment. These young people are not unqualified, 3 The National Statistics Socio-Economic Classification (NS-SEC) scheme is the official UK measure. A thorough methodological description of this measure is provided by Rose and Pevalin (2005) . A practical guide to the use of this measure is available at http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/guide-method/classifications/current-standardclassifications/soc2010/soc2010-volume-3-ns-sec--rebased-on-soc2010--usermanual/index.html. Here are list of examples of an occupation for each of the NS-SEC categories to assist a reader that is unfamiliar with this classification scheme. ). GCSE subjects are assessed separately and a subject specific GCSE is awarded. It is usual for pupils in Year 10 and 11 to study for about nine subjects, which will include core subjects (e.g. English, Mathematics and Science) and noncore subjects.
Each GCSE subject is awarded an alphabetical grade. Historically the highest grade was A, and the lowest grade was G. From 1994 the higher grade of A* was introduced (Yang and Woodhouse 2001) . Because GCSEs are taken as diet of many individually graded subjects, there is no obvious single, or agreed, measure of school GCSE attainment. The formal benchmark of five or more GCSEs at grades A-C (and more recently A*-C) has been ubiquitous however.
The overall limitation of the benchmark measure is that it treats an A* in 1990 1993 1995 1997 1999 household type, parental education and parental socioeconomic classification as explanatory variables. This can be considered as a formal test of whether the linear predictor best discriminates the outcomes of the dependent variable. A parameter φ k provides a measure of the distinguishability of categories in relation to the predictors.
If the φ parameters for two categories are similar it is likely that the categories are indistinguishable (see Lunt 2001) . The results from the model show a general monotonic decline in φ for each additional GCSE at grades A*-C, and this is positive evidence of ordinality. We formally tested adjacent levels of GCSE attainment (i.e. the number at grades A*-C). The adjacent levels of attainment were all significantly different, with the exception of 4 GCSEs and 5 GCSEs at grades A*-C. We therefore conclude that the number of year 11 school GCSEs attained at grades A*-C is appropriately considered as being ordinal, and there is no persuasive evidence of any clear clusters of attainment.
In the next stage of the analyses we estimated a model of the number of GCSEs attained at grades A*-C for the 1990-1999 cohorts. Standard linear regression analysis is not suitable for count data (Cameron and Trivedi 1998) . Poisson regression models are routinely used but, as we have indicated there is an over-representation of zero counts (i.e. over 9,000 pupils with no GCSEs at grades A*-C in the 1990-1999 cohorts). This limitation of a poisson approach is elaborated upon by Long (1997) .
The zero inflated poisson (ZIP) model overcomes this obstacle by modelling a twostate process (see Lambert 1992) . In the present context this involves a logistic model which estimates the attainment of no GCSEs at grades A*-C, followed by a poisson model of the number of GCSEs at grades A*-C.
The zero inflated poisson model, Table 2 , indicates a pattern of inequality in year 11 school GCSE attainment. Boys are more likely to gain zero GCSEs, there are some ethnic differences, and young people from more advantaged home backgrounds are less likely to gain zero GCSEs at grades A*-C. Given that a young person obtains some GCSEs at grades A*-C, the model suggests that the factors we have identified are important predictors of the number of GCSEs at grades A*-C that they attain. Females perform better than males and there is an ethnicity related pattern to attainment. Pupils from more advantaged home backgrounds and those with more educated parents perform better in year 11. Parental occupational position is important and pupils with parents in more advantaged occupations gain more GCSEs at grades A*-C.
The model reported a significant Vuong test, and we therefore have solid grounds for favouring the zero inflated poisson model over a standard poisson model (see Vuong 1989) . The results from the zero inflated poisson model persuade us that year 11 school GCSE attainment is reasonably considered as being located on a continuum. We are progressively dissuaded that there are clear clusters or groups of GCSE attainment. Therefore we are increasingly sceptical that there is a 'middle' level of school attainment that is characteristically different.
In the next stage of the analyses we explore year 11 school attainment by examining a points based measure of GCSE attainment. There are an infinite number of possible scores that could be assigned to the alphabetical grades ascribed to the levels of GCSE attainment. The point score deposited with the data in the 1990-1999 cohorts was calculated by allocating 7 points for an A*/A, 6 points for a B, 5 points for a C, 4 points for a D, 3 points for an E, 2 points for a F, and 1 point for a G (Croxford et al. 2007 p.52 ). This scoring was in line with the Qualifications and Curriculum Authority (QCA) approach when the harmonised 1990-1990 dataset was constructed. Because the A* grade was introduced midway through the data series, a grade A and a grade A* are awarded the same score. Yang and Woodhouse (2001) adopt the same strategy to splice GCSE data spanning the introduction of the A* grade.
We use a measure of GCSE attainment capped at 84 points (i.e. the equivalent of twelve GCSEs at grade A*/A). We chose this approach to limit the effects of pupils achieving higher scores simply as a function of having taken more GCSEs. Webber and Butler (2007) used a similar approach on the advice of DfES officials.
The Qualifications and Curriculum Authority have more recently developed a scoring system which awards an A* 58 points, an A 52 points, a B 46 points, a C 40 points, a D 34 points, an E 28 points, a F 22 points, and a G 16 points 5 . It is not possible to recode the GCSE scores in these older YCS samples onto the new QCA scale. We suspect that because the new and old scores for each GCSE grade are similarly spaced, the overall substantive interpretations of analyses that use the new scoring system will not be dramatically altered 6 .
There was not an extreme spike at zero points, and this is because many of the pupils that fail to achieve any GCSEs at grades A*-C are awarded points for subjects for which they gain awards at grades D-G. Haque and Bell (2001) convert GCSE attainment into numerical scores (A*=8, A=7…U=0) and calculate a mean GCSE score for each pupil. They chose this approach because they believe that this helps to prevent discrimination against pupils who have taken fewer GCSEs as a result of their school's internal policy. Similarly we can envisage the use of other summary measures of overall attainment, for example median scores. Ideally, we would pursue sensitivity analyses of additional alternative GCSE attainment measures, but such measures cannot be derived from data deposited with the SN5765 dataset. The overall pattern was one of increasing levels of attainment over time. The now familiar, and dispiriting, pattern of educational inequality emerges. There was a significant gender gap in all of the YCS school cohorts, with boys performing less well than girls. There was a mixed pattern of attainment across the minority ethnic groups. Young people with more educated parents scored higher on average, and pupils from more advantaged home backgrounds also performed better. The effect of parental occupational positions was dramatic for all of the samples and those pupils with parents in less advantaged occupations performed significantly less well, ceteris paribus.
The linear regression models presented capture a reasonable proportion of the variance in school GCSE attainment and convince us that there are clear substantive benefits to modelling point scores. We also consider that there are methodological benefits. Altman (2006) contends that the categorisation of variables can provide enticing simplicity, but this is gained at a cost. The drawbacks of categorisation are demonstrated in the greater explanatory power that is usually associated with modelling continuous variables. By using categorical measures of school GCSE attainment the extent of the variation between groups might potentially be underestimated. Categorising school GCSE attainment also has the potential to imply a misleading degree of homogeneity within categories. Finally, Sauerbrei and Royston (2010) remind us that continuous measures are attractive as they typically lend themselves to more parsimonious forms of analyses (e.g. linear regression).
Conclusion
Educational qualifications gained at school continue to be a motor that propels young people along alternative pathways. Indeed Noah and Eckstein (1992) state that while particular examinations have come and gone during the past forty years, the underlying social and educational significance of school examinations has been preserved.
Official figures report that levels of school GCSE examination performance have increased (see DfES 2007). These improvements in performance are mirrored in the YCS samples. Despite overall improvements in results, GCSE attainment remained highly stratified. Given the many decades of comprehensive secondary schooling and the removal of the earlier two-tier qualification system 7 this overall message of inequality is particularly dismal. On average girls performed better than boys and there were some marked differences in attainment for pupils from the main minority ethnic groups. A striking result is the impact of parental socioeconomic positions and, to a lesser extent, the other variables associated with the young person's home background. This is particularly important as much of the popular discourse associated with differences in school attainment focus on gender differences rather than differences between pupils from dissimilar social backgrounds.
We began the analysis with an open mind and, following Merton (1987) , we have attempted to establish whether or not there is a distinctive 'middle' level of school GCSE attainment. The evidence provided here persuades us that there are no crisp boundaries that demark a 'middle' category of moderate GCSE attainment. A sizeable proportion of young people failed to gain any GCSEs at grades A*-C. This is obviously far short of the benchmark target and is consequential because those without school level qualifications usually have fewer choices and chances than their better qualified counterparts.
We are persuaded that GCSE attainment is situated on a continuum. Whether measured by the number of GCSEs gained at grades A*-C or by a GCSE score, attainment was similarly stratified. With the exception of the sharp spike of young people that were unsuccessful in gaining any awards at grades A*-C, we fail to observe the presence of any clusters that indicate clear cohesive GCSE attainment groups. Therefore we suggest that researchers exercise a suitable degree of caution before making additional claims about the GCSE attainment of the 'missing middle'.
Roberts (2011) calls for analyses of intermediate (or ordinary) groups that fall
between the dualism of the successful and the unsuccessful groups. Our analysis convinces us that there are clear benefits to understanding school attainment on a continuum, and that measures which reflect the heterogeneity of GCSE performance as fully as possible (e.g. measured by the number of GCSEs gained at grades A*-C, or a GCSE score) should be preferred. In many social surveys only crude measures of educational attainment are available. For many analyses a categorical measure of school GCSE attainment will be adequate and functional. In such circumstances we recommend that categorical GCSE attainment measures should be understood as 7 General Certificate of Education Ordinary Levels, and Certificates of Secondary Education.
being more coarse groupings of a finer scale, rather than discrete substantively meaningful categories.
Theoretically the conception of a 'middle' group of ordinary young people was initially intellectually attractive. Replicating our previous analysis using YCS data has been insightful and has allowed us to further investigate the concept of 'middle' levels of educational attainment with larger samples with more detailed information on GCSE attainment. The idea that school GCSE attainment is best understood as a continuum rather than discrete clusters also emerges from our earlier analysis of the BHPS. The consistent finding leads us to believe that this is what Goldthorpe (2000) would term as an 'empirical regularity'. Therefore we conclude that there is no persuasive evidence that there is a distinctive 'middle' level of overall school GCSE attainment.
In conclusion, and on wider reflection, we nevertheless believe that sociologists of youth should study 'ordinary' young people and moderate, or unspectacular, levels of educational attainment. There is much to be gained by understanding the educational experiences, characteristics and qualifications of all young people. That notwithstanding, researchers should avoid relying on overly simplistic categorisations and should seek to study the stratification of educational attainment across the fullest spectrum.
